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Thank you, Max, good evening everyone and congratulations to our honorees: Sally Walker,
Eric McLaren, Cathy Veal—whom I had the wisdom to hire 25 years ago! And King Harris and
the Harris Family Foundation, long-standing supporters of IMSA beginning over 20 years ago
with his very, very generous father, Neisen.
Thank you all for being here—to celebrate our first 25 years and to launch our next 25. I stand
between you and dessert—not a great place to be. Bob [Marshall] is hoping I’ll be brief, and I
will. I know the chocolate beckons. Yet, there are some things that need to be said.
As we thank and honor Leon for his pioneering and prescient vision that changed the lives of so
many—including many of us in this room. As we celebrate his milestone birthday and as we
humbly and gratefully accept his portrait, as a gift from Ellen and Leon to us.
Ellen commissioned this portrait. The artist—Martyl Langsdorf—known in the art world simply as
Martyl—is both a dear friend of Ellen’s and Leon’s and an internationally recognized artist
known for innovation, exploring new techniques and new media and integrating social
awareness into her work.Her work is part of the permanent collections of institutions, such as:
The Art Institute of Chicago, The Oriental Institute, Los Angeles County Museum, Brooklyn
Museum, The National Museum of American Art, and the Illinois Mathematics and Science
Academy. This portrait now joins 2 other Martyl paintings IMSA has in our collection—a
collection I named 25 years ago: Potential for Greatness. But there’s more to this story and this
portrait, than the reknown of the artist and the brilliance of her subject.
It’s the narrative that permeates their uncommon partnership, and the confluence of their lives
and work, born out of the unique historical and scientific times in which they lived. Martyl is the
artist of the original and iconic Doomsday Clock, which first appeared on the cover of The
Bulletin of Atomic Scientists in 1947. The hands of the clock have been moved 20 times. The
last time was January 2012; they were moved by Leon Lederman. Martyl’s late husband was
Alexander Langsdorf, a nuclear physicist and a scientist in the Manhattan Project. Their
marriage has been called a legendary match between science and art.
So when we look at this portrait, I hope we see not only the image of the man—a remarkable
scientist, a generous teacher, a giant in physics and a tireless advocate and champion for
exemplary science education for all students. I also hope we see how synchronous it is that this
portrait will have its home at IMSA—a place, that like the work of Martyl and Leon, was also
born out of challenging conventional thinking, exploration, innovation, social awareness and the
integration of art and science. But most of all, when we look at this portrait, I hope we utter a
silent thank you for the gift of this man in our lives.
Leon could have gone anywhere and he could have done anything, but he chose us: serving on
our Board, inviting graduation speakers, creating the IMSA Great Minds Program, becoming our
first resident scientist, writing a book with our students, hosting monthly Lunches With the
Laureate, roaming our hallways—licking ice cream cones—looking for someone—anyone—he
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could tell his latest joke to. In all these things, we have been blessed, by his genius, his
goodness and his generosity. How lucky we have been!
I think it is fitting that Leon have the last word. So, I close by sharing excerpts from the
comments he made at the groundbreaking of our first residence hall on August 11, 1986.
It was a beautiful day—we all wore hard hats and had shovels in hand—here is what he said:
“I have participated in a lot of groundbreaking ceremonies. You wield the ceremonial shovel
and before you know it—a building exists and you say, ‘My God, where did the time go?’ But it
isn’t a building that we’re breaking ground for today. It’s an institution, the Illinois Mathematics
and Science Academy, and it’s here that we will make history, that legends will be told and
retold about how IMSA began, about how its first class had to rough it, how primitive were the
Macintoshes and IBM PCs... How easy the science, but how hard it seemed. I think it’s crucial
that we be very sensitive to the fact that we will be part of legends and the beginnings of a
dramatic evolution of science education, a response born in the prairie to the alarm sounded in
Washington …Somewhere in this space, there will be walls and beds and desks and computers,
and the students of IMSA discussing integral calculus, playing chess or deep in discussions …
about the World. If we do things right, they will be aware of what we really expect of them. To
be creative scientists, yes. To be superb engineers and brilliant neurosurgeons, of course.To
advance the technology of artificial intelligence and robotics, to help our industries compete in
an ever-more challenging environment—all this. but we expect more. We want to cultivate an
awareness of the social and political deeds required of them; of the fact that: our technological
civilization grows increasingly vulnerable, that we have yet to find a cheap nonpolluting source
of energy, that our ozone layer is shrinking, that new diseases keep cropping up to baffle us,
that we live under the threat of nuclear war, that only one-fourth of the World’s population is
enjoying the benefits of the technology that produces these problems, and that the only hope of
being able to solve these and other awesome problems, lies in the creative human mind,
properly nourished, confident and encouraged to let their imaginations soar. This is what we are
putting in place in this space above our heads today. And, one day, the future inhabitants of this
space will return as alumni. They will be scholars, scientists, engineers, businessmen,
musicians, healers, and perhaps even politicians. You can be sure they will return, because of
the seminal experiences they will have had here, in this space. And in seeing them, we will
really know what a good thing it is that we did, on August 11, 1986 and we will also say, ‘My
God, where did the time go?’”
Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in thanking Leon and Ellen for this wonderful gift.
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